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Abstract
It has been shown that ethanol exposure can activate astrocytes and microglia resulting in the
production of neuroimmune factors, including the chemokine CCL2. The role of these
neuroimmune factors in the effects of ethanol on the central nervous system has yet to be
elucidated. To address this question, we investigated the effects of ethanol on synaptic
transmission and plasticity in the hippocampus from mice that express elevated levels of CCL2 in
the brain and their non-transgenic littermate controls. The brains of the transgenic mice simulate
one aspect of the alcoholic brain, chronically increased levels of CCL2. We used extracellular
field potential recordings in acutely isolated hippocampal slices to identify neuroadaptive changes
produced by elevated levels of CCL2 and how these neuroadaptive changes affect the actions of
acute ethanol. Results showed that synaptic transmission and the effects of ethanol on synaptic
transmission were similar in the CCL2-transgenic and nontransgenic hippocampus. However,
long-term potentiation (LTP), a cellular mechanism thought to underlie learning and memory, in
the CCL2-transgenic hippocampus was resistant to the ethanol-induced depression of LTP
observed in the non-transgenic hippocampus. Consistent with these results, ethanol pretreatment
significantly impaired cued and contextual fear conditioning in non-transgenic mice, but had no
effect in CCL2-transgenic mice. These data show that chronically elevated levels of CCL2 in the
hippocampus produce neuroadaptive changes that block the depressing effects of ethanol on
hippocampal synaptic plasticity and support the hypothesis that CCL2 may provide a
neuroprotective effect against the devastating actions of ethanol on hippocampal function.

1. Introduction
Recent studies show that both acute and chronic ethanol exposure alter the expression of
neuroimmune factors in the central nervous system (CNS), including chemokines (Crews et
al., 2006). Chemokines are a family of small (8–14 kD) conserved cytokines first
characterized in the immune system for their chemoattractive properties (Rossi and Zlotnik,
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2000; Ubogu et al., 2006). The primary sources of chemokines within the CNS are microglia
and astrocytes, cells that comprise the immune system of the CNS (Rollins, 1997). Neurons
also can produce chemokines under some conditions (Flugel et al., 2001; Meng et al., 1999;
Rock et al., 2006). Chemokines and their G-protein coupled receptors are constitutively
expressed in both glial cells and neurons and show specific localization patterns throughout
the CNS (Ambrosini and Aloisi, 2004; Harrison et al., 1998; Sánchez-Alcañiz et al., 2011).
Studies show that chemokines can regulate CNS function both during normal physiological
conditions and in pathological states (Cardona et al., 2008; de Haas et al., 2007; Ransohoff,
2009; Semple et al., 2010). For example, several chemokines have been shown to alter
synaptic transmission and plasticity in different populations of neurons (Bertollini et al.,
2006; Lauro et al., 2008; Limatola et al., 2000; Vlkolinský et al., 2004; Xiong et al., 2003;
Zhou et al., 2011). However, dysregulated expression of chemokines can contribute to the
neural impairment associated with a variety of CNS conditions, such as multiple sclerosis,
Alzheimer’s disease, brain ischemia, stroke, and Parkinson’s disease (Cartier et al., 2005;
Conductier et al., 2010; Savarin-Vuaillat and Ransohoff, 2007).

Recent studies have identified that the chemokine CCL2 (CC chemokine ligand 2,
previously known as monocyte chemoattractant protein-1 or MCP-1) is expressed at
elevated levels in several brain regions of alcoholics, including the hippocampus, when
compared to age matched human controls (He and Crews, 2008). Moreover, increased levels
of CCL2 mRNA were observed in the hippocampus, but not the corpus striatum following
ethanol injections in mice, suggesting that the effect of ethanol on CCL2 expression may be
region specific (Flora et al., 2005). Significant increases in brain CCL2 mRNA levels were
observed in mice treated with a single dose of ethanol (Qin et al., 2008). Longer ethanol
exposure resulted in significant increases in both brain CCL2 mRNA and protein levels,
which remained significantly elevated for several days following the last dose of ethanol
(Qin et al., 2008). Interestingly, mice that lack CCL2 and/or its receptor CCR2 show
lowered ethanol preference and consumption when compared to wild-type controls (Blednov
et al., 2005). Studies show that CCL2 can alter neuronal function (Cho and Gruol, 2008;
Jung et al., 2008; Nelson et al., 2011; van Gassen et al., 2005; Zhou et al., 2011). Thus, the
elevated levels of CCL2 produced by ethanol could play an important role in the effects of
ethanol on the CNS.

It is well known that acute and chronic ethanol use can lead to impairments in memory by
altering neuronal excitability and synaptic function in the hippocampus, a brain region that
plays a critical role in learning and memory (Matthews and Silvers, 2004; McCool, 2011).
Recently, it has been shown that both acute and chronic exposure to CCL2 can alter
neuronal excitability and synaptic transmission in the hippocampus in vitro (Nelson et al.,
2011; Zhou et al., 2011). Thus, synaptic function is a common site of ethanol and CCL2
actions, a situation that could lead to interactions that affect the consequences of ethanol
exposure on the hippocampus. Although several studies have provided evidence for a role of
CCL2 in alcohol use disorders, none have investigated the consequences of chronically
elevated CCL2 levels in the CNS on the subsequent effects of ethanol exposure. We have
addressed this question in the current study.

To model the increased levels of CCL2 observed in the CNS of alcoholics (He and Crews,
2008) and ethanol exposed animals (Flora et al., 2005; Qin et al., 2008), we used transgenic
mice with chronically elevated levels of CCL2 in the CNS. Our results show that elevated
levels of CCL2 did not alter the depressive effects of acute ethanol on synaptic transmission
in the hippocampus, but blocked the depressing effect of ethanol on hippocampal synaptic
plasticity. Moreover, behavioral studies testing hippocampal-dependent associative learning
demonstrated that elevated levels of CCL2 in the transgenic mice also block the acute
ethanol impairments in contextual learning. Taken together, these data suggest that the
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upregulated levels of CCL2 seen with ethanol use may be involved in a neuroprotective
mechanism to help offset some of the functional deficits produced by ethanol.

2. Materials and methods
2.1 Animals

Mice with astrocyte-targeted overexpression of CCL2 were obtained from Dr. Richard
Ransohoff of the Cleveland Clinic Foundation. The generation of the CCL2 transgenic line
was described previously (Huang et al., 2002). Briefly, the murine CCL2 gene was placed
under control of the huGFAP promoter and purified GFAP-CCL2 fusion gene fragment was
injected into fertilized eggs of SWXJ (H-21q,s) mice. Transgenic animals and their progeny
were identified by analysis of tail DNA. The line was later backcrossed onto a C57BL/6J
background to develop a congenic line that has been maintained for several years by
breeding heterozygous CCL2-transgenic (CCL2-tg) mice with wild-type C57BL/6J mice.
Heterozygous male and female CCL2-tg mice 2–3 months of age (young adults) and their
age matched non-transgenic (non-tg) littermates were used for all experiments (CCL2-tg,
3.1±0.1 months, n=30; non-tg, 3.0±0.1 months, n=27). All animal procedures were
conducted according to the National Institutes of Health Guidelines for the Care and Use of
Laboratory Animals. Animal facilities and experimental protocols were in accordance with
the Association for the Assessment and Accreditation of Laboratory Animal Care.

2.2 Genotyping Protocol
Genotyping was performed as previously described using standard protocols (Huang et al.,
2002). DNA samples were prepared from cut tail tips of individual animals at weaning (21–
28 days old) and were isolated using the Easy DNA kit (Invitrogen Life Technologies,
Grand Island, NY). PCR was used to identify the human GFAP-murine CCL2 transgene
positive mice.

2.3 Protein Assays
Hippocampi from CCL2-tg and non-tg mice were snap frozen on dry ice and stored at
−80°C until use. Proteins were extracted by sonicat ion in cold lysis buffer containing 50
mM Tris HCL, pH 7.5, 150 mM NaCl, 2 mM EDTA, 1% Triton X-100, 0.5% NP-40, a
Complete Protease Inhibitor Cocktail Tablet (Roche Diagnostics, Mannheim, Germany), and
a cocktail of phosphatase inhibitors (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO). The samples were
incubated on ice for 30 minutes, centrifuged at 13,860g for 30 minutes at 4°C, and the
supernatants were collected. Protein concentration in the supernatant was determined using
the Bio-Rad Protein Assay Kit (Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA). Aliquots were stored at −80°C.

CCL2 levels in hippocampal protein samples were determined by ELISA using the Mouse
CCL2 ELISA Ready-SET-Go! kit (eBioscience, Inc., San Diego, CA) according to the
manufacturer’s instructions. Statistical analyses of differences were performed using an
unpaired t-test with statistical significance set at p<0.05.

Western blot analysis of protein samples was carried out as previously described (Nelson et
al., 2011). Briefly, equal amounts of protein samples were subjected to SDS-PAGE using 4–
12% Novex NuPAGE Bis-Tris gels (Invitrogen) and transferred to Immobilon-P membranes
(Millipore, Billerica, MA). CCL2-tg and non-tg protein samples were run on the same gel.
Uniform transfer was confirmed by Ponceau S staining (Pierce, Rockford, IL). The
membranes were washed and blocked in 5% casein (Pierce). The membranes were exposed
to primary antibodies, washed, and then incubated in secondary antibody coupled to
horseradish peroxidase (HRP). Membranes were stripped and reprobed for β-actin.

Bray et al. Page 3

Neuropharmacology. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 April 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Protein bands were visualized by chemiluminescence using the ECL system (Pierce
Biotechnology, Rockford, IL). The membranes were exposed to Kodak Biomax MR film
(Kodak, Rochester, New York) for different durations and the resulting autoradiographs
scanned for relative densitometric measures in the linear range using the NIH Image
software (http://rsb.info.nih.gov/nih-image/). To adjust for possible loading errors, the
density of each band was normalized to the density of the band for β-actin in the same lane.
Normalized data from CCL2-tg mice were then normalized to values from non-tg mice run
on the same gel. Data were combined according to treatment group and are reported as the
mean ± SEM. Statistical analyses were performed using the unpaired t-test with statistical
significance set at p<0.05.

The following antibodies were used for Western blot studies: a monoclonal antibody to β-
actin (1:5000, Sigma-Aldrich); a monoclonal antibody to GFAP (1:10,000, Millipore); a
monoclonal antibody to a sequence of human glutamine synthetase (1:1000, abcam, San
Francisco, CA); a rabbit antibody to a sequence in the internal region of mouse CD11b
(1:500, Novus Biologicals, Littleton, CO); a monoclonal antibody to neuron specific enolase
(1:1000, Millipore); a rabbit polyclonal antibody to a sequence in the C-terminus of rat GAD
65/67 (1:1000, Millipore); a monoclonal antibody to a sequence in the cytoplasmic terminal
of rat VGlut 1 (1:1000, NeuroMab, UC Davis, Davis, Ca); a purified rabbit antibody to
synapsin 1 (1:1000, Invitrogen Life Technologies); a purified rabbit polyclonal antibody to a
cytoplasmic terminal of the rat GluA1 subunit of the AMPA receptor (Millipore); a purified
goat polyclonal antibody to a sequence in the C-terminus of the human GluN1 subunit of the
NMDA receptor (NMDAR; 1:500, Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Inc., Santa Cruz, CA); a
purified rabbit polyclonal antibody to a sequence in the carboxy terminus of rat mGluR2/3
(1:500, Millipore).

2.4 Extracellular Field Potential Recordings
CCL2-tg and non-tg mice were decapitated under isoflurane anesthesia and brains were
rapidly removed and immersed in chilled artificial cerebral spinal fluid (ACSF). The
composition of ACSF was 130.0 mM NaCl, 3.5 mM KCl, 1.25 mM NaH2PO4, 24.0 mM
NaHCO3, 2.0 mM CaCl2, 1.3 mM MgSO4, and 10.0 mM glucose (all chemicals were
purchased from Sigma-Aldrich). ACSF was bubbled continuously with 95% O2/5% CO2
(pH 7.2–7.4). The hippocampus was isolated from the brain and hippocampal slices of 400
µM thickness were cut from the dorsal half of the hippocampus using a McIIwain tissue
chopper (Mickle Laboratory Engineering Co. Ltd., Surrey, UK). Slices were allowed to
recover in a gas-fluid interface chamber maintained at 33°C with an ACSF perfusion r ate of
0.55 ml/min for at least 1 hour prior to the onset of recording.

For recordings, hippocampal slices were transferred into a gas-fluid recording chamber and
continuously superfused with ACSF at a rate of 1 ml/min (33°C). Extracellular field
potential recordings of synaptic responses were made with glass electrodes filled with ACSF
(3–5 MΩ resistance). One recording electrode was positioned in the stratum radiatum to
record the presynaptic volley (PSV) and dendritic field excitatory postsynaptic responses
(fEPSPs), and a second recording electrode was positioned in the stratum pyramidale to
record somatic population spikes (PS). A concentric bipolar stimulating electrode (Rhodes
Medical Instruments Inc., Summerland, CA) was placed at the border of the CA2 and CA1
regions. Square wave pulses (50 µs duration) generated by a Neurodata PG4000 digital
stimulator (Neuro Data Instruments Corp., New York, NY) and a S88 Square Pulse
Stimulator (Grass Technologies, West Warwick, RI) were used to activate the Schaffer
collateral-commissural afferent pathway. Responses to electrical stimulation were recorded
using an Axoclamp-2B amplifier combined with a Digidata data acquisition system and
pCLAMP software (all from Molecular Devices, Sunnyvale, CA). For all studies, synaptic
responses to a standardized stimulus were monitored for 30 min to ensure that responses
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were stable before starting protocols for measurements of synaptic parameters. For ethanol
treated slices, initial input-output (I/O) and paired-pulse protocols were first carried out in
ACSF to provide control data and then ethanol was applied by superfusion at 20 mM or 60
mM. After the start of ethanol perfusion, a stability test was run for 20 minutes prior to
testing for effects of ethanol on synaptic function to ensure complete exchange of the bath
saline. Ethanol was continuously superfused onto the slice for the remainder of the
experiment.

The characteristics of synaptic transmission were determined from I/O curves generated by
applying a series of stimuli of increasing intensities to the Schaffer collaterals at a rate of 2
Hz with stimulation intensities increasing from 50 µA up to 300 µA in increments of 10–20
µA. Short-term plastic changes in synaptic transmission produced by low-frequency
stimulation were determined using paired-pulse stimulation protocols at stimulation intervals
of 10, 20, 40, 100, and 200 ms. Three paired-pulse responses at each stimulation interval
were averaged in each slice with 30 s between acquisitions. Paired-pulse facilitation (PPF)
and paired-pulse inhibition (PPI) were measured. To study PPF, paired stimuli were applied
at interstimulus intervals of 40, 100, and 200 ms at a stimulus intensity that produced a half
maximum response of the fEPSP determined from the I/O relationship. PPF was quantified
by calculating the ratio of the slope of the fEPSP elicited by the second (test) stimulation
with respect to the slope of the fEPSP elicited by the first (conditioning) stimulation. In the
PPI protocol, short interstimulus intervals (10–20 ms) were applied at the stimulus intensity
required to produce a half maximum response of the PS determined from the I/O
relationship. PPI was determined by calculating the ratio of the amplitude of the PS
produced by the second (test) stimulation divided by the amplitude of the PS produced by
the first (conditioning) stimulation.

Synaptic plasticity induced by high-frequency stimulation was also assessed. For ethanol-
treated slices, synaptic plasticity was measured after PPF and PPI. To provide control data
(no ethanol) for these studies additional sets of animals were used and were subjected to the
same protocols as the ethanol treated slices. To induce high-frequency synaptic plasticity,
theta burst stimulation (TBS) was used. The TBS protocol consisted of 15 bursts of four
pulses each delivered at a frequency of 100 HZ with a 200 ms interburst interval. Prior to
and following TBS, synaptic responses were recorded at 1 pulse per minute.

Data were analyzed off-line with AxoGraph software (AxoGraph Scientific, Sydney,
Australia). Measurements were made of the PSV amplitude, fEPSP slope, and PS amplitude.
The slope of the fEPSP was determined over a range (typically 40–60%) that allowed
reliable measurements without interference from the preceding PSV or the reflection from
the somatic PS that occurs on the falling phase the fEPSP. The PS was measured as the
amplitude between the peak of the negative deflection and the magnitude of the positive
deflection at the same time point estimated from the positive deflection at the onset and
offset of the PS. The threshold stimulus intensity for eliciting a PS varied across slices from
both CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampus. To normalize for this variability in the I/O curves,
the stimulus intensity was expressed relative to the intensity that elicited a threshold
response for the PS. Compiled data are expressed as the mean ± SEM. For the
electrophysiological studies, n = the number of slices recorded from. Statistical significance
was determined by repeated measures ANOVA or unpaired t-test with significance set at
p<0.05. Summarized results were obtained from 36 CCL2-tg animals (40 slices) and 32 non-
tg animals (41 slices).

2.5 Behavioral Testing
Behavioral tests for cued and contextual fear conditioning and rotarod performance followed
procedures described previously (Roberts et al., 2004). Conditioning tests took place in a
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Mouse NIR Video Fear Conditioning System (Med Associates, St. Albans, VT) housed in
sound proofed boxes. Briefly, for cued and contextual fear conditioning mice were placed in
the conditioning chamber on day 1 and, after habituation, injected with either 1 g/kg ethanol
or saline. Previous studies have shown that 1 g/kg ethanol impairs contextual and cued
conditioning in C57BL/6J mice (Gould, 2003; Gulick and Gould, 2007). After 15 min the
mice were exposed to the context and conditioned stimulus (30 seconds, 3000 Hz, 80 dB
sound) in association with foot shock (0.70 mA, 2 second, scrambled current, 3 shocks
total). On day 2, contextual conditioning (as determined by freezing behavior) was measured
by returning the mice to the environment in which they previously had received the shock.
Four hours later, the mice were tested for cued conditioning (CS+ test). The mice were
placed in a novel context for 3 minutes, after which they are exposed to the conditioned
stimulus (tone) for 3 minutes. Freezing behavior, i.e. the absence of all voluntary
movements except breathing, was measured in all sessions by real time digital video
recordings calibrated to distinguish between subtle movements such as whisker twitch or tail
flick and freezing behavior. There were no overall sex differences, therefore data from males
and females were collapsed for analysis. Statistical significance was determined by three-
way ANOVA (genotype×group×repeated measure comparing habituation to the context test
and pre-tone to tone in the CS+ test). This was followed by two-way ANOVAs
(genotype×group) for each of the four portions of the test (habituation, context test, pre-tone,
and CS+ test) and finally by post-hoc Student’s t-tests, with significance set at p<0.05.

Rotarod balancing requires a variety of proprioceptive, vestibular, and fine-tuned motor
abilities as well as motor learning capabilities. A Roto-rod Series 8 apparatus (IITC Life
Sciences, Woodland Hills, CA) was used in these studies. Mice were first trained using a
protocol in which the rod starts in a stationary state and then begins to rotate with a constant
acceleration of 10 rpm. When the mice were incapable of staying on the moving rod they
fell onto a teeter-totter arm that moved to break a photobeam. The time of fall (translated to
the speed at fall) was recorded by computer. Mice were tested 3 times per day, with 1
minute between each test, for 3 days. After this, it was determined that all mice were capable
of performing beyond a speed of 5 rpm. Therefore, in order to assess sensitivity to the motor
incoordinating effects of ethanol, a simple rotarod test in which mice were required to stay
on the rod, rotating at a constant 5 rpm, for 30 seconds was used. Three days after training
mice were run on the 5 rpm test to confirm that they could pass this test in the drug-free
state. On the next day, all mice were injected with 2 g/kg ethanol i.p. and assessed in this
simple rotarod test every 15 min until they were capable of remaining on the rotating rod for
the full 30 seconds. At the time of recovery, tail blood was sampled for blood ethanol level
determination. Approximately 40 µl of blood was obtained by cutting 0.5 mm from the tip of
each mouse's tail with a clean surgical blade. The serum was injected into an oxygen-rate
alcohol analyzer (Analox Instruments, Lunenburg, MA) for determination of blood ethanol
levels. Statistical significance was determined by a one-way ANOVA (genotype) with
significance set at p<0.05.

3. Results
3.1 Protein expression in the CCL2-tg hippocampus

Synaptic function was studied in the hippocampus from young adult CCL2-tg and non-tg
mice. The elevated levels of CCL2 in this transgenic model are produced by altered
expression in astrocytes, a cell type that is closely associated with synapses in the CNS and a
primary source for CCL2 under physiological conditions and after alcohol exposure. CCL2
expression is under control of the GFAP promoter and presumably starts during the
postnatal period when GFAP expression is initiated (Lewis and Cowan, 1985; Landry et al.,
1990). For each animal studied, one hippocampus was used for the electrophysiological
studies and the second was used to assess the general status of the hippocampal tissue by
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ELISA and Western blot. Analysis of hippocampal lysates by ELISA, to determine the
protein levels of CCL2, revealed a 6-fold increase in levels of CCL2 protein in the
hippocampus of CCL2-tg mice (1191±105 pg/ml, n=26) compared to their non-tg littermates
(196±29 pg/ml, n=19). Analysis of hippocampal lysates by Western blot, to determine if
elevated levels of CCL2 altered the expression of important cellular and synaptic proteins,
revealed no significant difference for most proteins measured. These proteins included β-
actin, a structural protein found in all cells; GFAP, an astrocyte structural protein; CD11b, a
microglial protein; enolase, a neuron specific protein; and GAD65/67, the synthetic enzyme
for GABA expressed by inhibitory interneurons (Fig. 1A). The levels of synaptic proteins
including synapsin I, a protein involved in transmitter release; Vglut1, a protein involved in
uptake of the transmitter glutamate into synaptic vesicles; GluA1, a subunit of the AMPA
subtype of glutamate receptor; and mGluR2/3, a G-protein coupled glutamate receptor, were
also comparable in the CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampus (Fig. 1B). However, the level of
the GluN1 subunit of the NMDA subtype of glutamate receptor was significantly increased
in CCL2-tg hippocampus (Fig. 1B; p=0.018, one-group t-test). Taken together, these results
show that exposure to elevated levels of CCL2 does not produce a general disruption of the
hippocampus as determined by levels of protein expression, but does specifically alter the
level of at least one important synaptic protein, GluN1.

3.2 Acute ethanol alters synaptic transmission in both CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampus
The effect of acute ethanol on synaptic transmission in CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampus
was studied at the Schaffer collateral to CA1 pyramidal neuron synapse using extracellular
field potential recordings. Stimulation of the Schaffer collaterals elicited three synaptic
events: a presynaptic volley (PSV), a field excitatory postsynaptic potential (fEPSP), and a
somatic population spike (PS; Fig. 2A). The PSV represents the summation of action
potentials that occur at the synaptic terminals when Schaffer collateral afferents are
electrically stimulated. The fEPSP represents the summation of excitatory postsynaptic
responses in the dendrites of CA1 pyramidal neurons activated by synaptic transmission.
The PS reflects the summation of action potentials in the somatic region of CA1 pyramidal
neurons evoked by the dendritic excitatory postsynaptic responses. The PSV and fEPSP
were recorded in the dendritic region and the PS was simultaneously recorded from the CA1
pyramidal cell layer. To characterize synaptic transmission, I/O relationships for these
synaptic events were constructed for stimulus intensities ranging from subthreshold (i.e., no
fEPSP) to the maximum field response for the PS.

I/O relationships for CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampus were compared in the absence and
presence of ethanol to determine whether chronic in vivo exposure to elevated levels of
CCL2 produced neuroadaptive changes in synaptic transmission that altered the effects of
acute ethanol. Acute ethanol was tested at two concentrations, 20 mM ethanol (100 mg%
ethanol) and 60 mM ethanol (300 mg% ethanol). Both concentrations are relevant to alcohol
consumption in the human population. The slices were exposed to ethanol for at least 20
minutes prior to performing the I/O protocol.

Under baseline conditions, no differences in the I/O relationship for the PSV or the fEPSP
slope were observed between CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampal slices (Fig. 2B and 2C).
However, there was a significant increase in the I/O relationship for the PS amplitude at
strong stimulation intensities in CCL2-tg hippocampal slices compared to non-tg
hippocampal slices (Fig. 2D; p=0.024, repeated measures ANOVA). These results indicate
that chronic in vivo exposure to CCL2 produces neuroadaptive changes that enhance
excitability of the pyramidal neuron somata without altering the dendritic synaptic response
(fEPSP) or PSV.
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Acute ethanol had no effect on the I/O relationship for the PSV amplitude in either the
CCL2-tg or non-tg hippocampus at both concentrations tested (data not shown). Acute
ethanol at 20 mM had no effect on the I/O relationship for the fEPSP slope or PS in either
CCL2-tg or non-tg hippocampus. However, acute ethanol at 60 mM significantly decreased
the I/O relationship for the fEPSP slope in both non-tg (Fig. 3A; p=0.033, repeated measures
ANOVA) and CCL2-tg (Fig. 3B; p=0.048, repeated measures ANOVA) hippocampal slices
to a similar extent. The I/O relationship for the PS amplitude was also significantly
decreased by acute ethanol at 60 mM in both non-tg (Fig. 3C; p=0.003, repeated measures
ANOVA) and CCL2-tg (Fig. 3D; p=0.001, repeated measures ANOVA) hippocampal slices
to a similar extent. The reduction in the PS by 60 mM acute ethanol in the non-tg and CCL2-
tg hippocampus is likely to be a consequence of the reduced fEPSP, which evokes the PS,
produced by ethanol. These data indicate that chronic in vivo exposure to elevated levels of
CCL2 does not alter the actions of acute ethanol on basal hippocampal synaptic transmission
when comparing the I/O relationships.

3.3 Effects of acute ethanol on paired-pulse facilitation and paired-pulse inhibition
To determine whether chronic in vivo exposure to elevated levels of CCL2 produced
neuroadaptive changes that altered the effects of ethanol on short-term synaptic plasticity
induced by low-frequency stimulation, paired-pulse facilitation (PPF) and paired-pulse
inhibition (PPI) were measured (Fig. 4). PPF is a presynaptic enhancement of transmitter
release revealed by the relative magnitude of synaptic responses to a pair of stimuli
delivered at short intervals. PPI reflects the strength of inhibitory influences in the somatic
region of CA1 neurons. The inhibitory influences involve recurrent inhibitory circuits in the
vicinity of the pyramidal cell layer in combination with intrinsic excitability of the
pyramidal cells resulting from various ion channels expressed in the cell bodies.

PPF of the fEPSP slopes was observed at all three interstimulus intervals tested (40, 100,
and 200 ms) in both CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampus and there was no difference in PPF
between the CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampal slices at the three interstimulus intervals (Fig.
4C). Exposure to either 20 or 60 mM ethanol did not produce consistent effects on PPF in
CCL2-tg or non-tg hippocampal slices (data not shown). These results indicate that the
probability of neurotransmitter release was comparable between the CCL2-tg and non-tg
hippocampus in the presence or absence of ethanol.

In both CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampus, the inhibitory influences at the somatic region
were not strong at the stimulus intensity used and facilitation was observed rather than
inhibition, presumably due to the angle that the slices were cut. However, no differences
were observed in the PP ratio for the PS between CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampal slices at
both interstimulus intervals tested (10 and 20 ms) (Fig. 4D). Acute ethanol at 20 mM and 60
mM did not alter the PP ratio for the PS in either CCL2-tg or non-tg hippocampal slices at
the 10 ms interstimulus interval (Fig. 4E). However, at the 20 ms interstimulus interval, a
dose dependent increase in the PP ratio (i.e., less inhibition) for the PS was observed in non-
tg hippocampal slices compared with baseline (ACSF) controls, which was significant at 60
mM ethanol (Fig. 4F; p=0.004, unpaired t-test). This effect of 60 mM ethanol was not
observed for the PS in CCL2-tg hippocampus and the PP ratio was significantly larger in
non-tg hippocampus than the CCL2-tg hippocampus in the presence of 60 mM ethanol at the
20 ms interstimulus interval (Fig. 4F; p=0.048, unpaired t-test). A small increase in the PP
ratio was observed in CCL2-tg hippocampal slices in the presence of 20 mM ethanol at the
20 ms interstimulus interval compared with ACSF controls (Fig. 4F; p=0.017, unpaired t-
test). These results indicate a net increase in somatic excitability in the non-tg hippocampus
in the presence of 60 mM acute ethanol, an effect of ethanol that the CCL2-tg hippocampus
was resistant to.
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3.4 Chronic in vivo overexpression of CCL2 blocks the effects of acute ethanol on
hippocampal synaptic plasticity

To determine whether chronic in vivo exposure to elevated levels of CCL2 altered the effect
of acute ethanol on activity-dependent synaptic plasticity induced by high-frequency
stimulation, we compared the ability of an induction stimulation paradigm (TBS) to induce
synaptic plasticity at the Schaffer collateral to CA1 pyramidal neuron synapse under
baseline conditions and in the presence of ethanol. TBS was used as the induction protocol,
because it is thought to reflect normal types of pathway activation (Larson et al., 1986; Otto
et al., 1991). TBS induces two forms of short-term plasticity of the fEPSP, post-tetanic
potentiation (PTP) and short-term potentiation (STP), in addition to long-term potentiation
(LTP) of the fEPSP. All three forms of synaptic plasticity are characterized by an increase in
synaptic efficacy and are thought to be cellular mechanisms involved in learning and
memory (Lynch, 2004; Martin et al., 2000). PTP was reflected by the initial peak in the
magnitude of the fEPSP slope occurring after the termination of the induction protocol (Fig.
5A). The subsequent declining phase of the fEPSP slope following PTP is referred to as STP
and lasts ~30 minutes. Both PTP and STP, shortterm enhancements of synaptic strength, are
thought to play a role in short-term memory (Erickson et al., 2010). PTP is thought to result
from a presynaptic enhancement of synaptic vesicle release that lasts for seconds to minutes
after high-frequency stimulation. The mechanisms underlying STP are still not fully
understood, but both presynaptic and postsynaptic sites appear to be involved (Erickson et
al., 2010). LTP is a long-term change in synaptic strength that is indicated by a stable fEPSP
slope that occurs ~50–60 minutes after the induction protocol (Fig. 5A). LTP is mediated
primarily by postsynaptic mechanisms involving alterations in expression and/or function of
AMPA glutamate receptors (Miyamoto, 2006).

TBS produced all three forms of synaptic plasticity in the fEPSP slope in both CCL2-tg and
non-tg hippocampal slices, as evidenced by a larger fEPSP slope at all time periods
following TBS stimulation. The magnitude of the enhancement of the fEPSP slope during
PTP, STP, and LTP was similar in CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampal slices in the absence of
ethanol (Fig. 5B). However, differences in synaptic plasticity of the fEPSP slope were
revealed in the presence of ethanol. Application of acute 20 mM and 60 mM ethanol to
hippocampal slices from non-tg mice significantly reduced the TBS-induced enhancement
of the fEPSP slope during PTP, STP, and LTP in a dose-dependent manner compared with
vehicle (ACSF) treated non-tg hippocampal slices (Fig. 5C and D; p<0.0001, repeated
measures ANOVA). These results are consistent with the known depressive actions of acute
ethanol on hippocampal synaptic plasticity (Blitzer et al., 1990; Givens and McMahon,
1995; Izumi et al., 2005; McCool, 2011; Pyapali et al., 1999; Schummers and Browning,
2001; Sinclair and Lo, 1986). Surprisingly, when 20 mM ethanol was applied to
hippocampal slices from CCL2-tg mice the enhancement of the fEPSP slope during PTP,
STP, and LTP was increased compared with vehicle treated CCL2-tg hippocampal slices
(Fig. 5E; p<0.0001, repeated measures ANOVA), an effect of ethanol opposite to that
observed in the non-tg hippocampus. In addition, there was no effect of 60 mM ethanol on
the TBS-induced enhancement of the fEPSP slope during PTP, STP, and LTP in CCL2-tg
hippocampal slices when compared with the vehicle CCL2-tg hippocampal slices (Fig. 5F;
p=0.292, repeated measures ANOVA), whereas for the non-tg hippocampal slices a
depression of the fEPSP slope was produced by 60 mM ethanol. These data demonstrate that
chronic in vivo expression of elevated levels of CCL2 was able to block the depressing
effects of acute ethanol on hippocampal synaptic plasticity induced by highfrequency
synaptic activity.
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3.5 Chronic in vivo overexpression of CCL2 blocks the effects of acute ethanol on cued
and contextual fear conditioning

The ability of elevated levels of CCL2 to block the ethanol-induced depression of synaptic
plasticity induced by TBS raises the possibility that CCL2 could also block the behavioral
effects of ethanol. To test this possibility, we determined whether chronic in vivo CCL2
overexpression altered the effect of acute ethanol on cued and contextual fear conditioning.
In cued and contextual fear conditioning, animals learn to associate either a cue (a tone) or
the context (environment) with an aversive stimulus, in our case a foot shock. The
contextual portion of the task is hippocampal-dependent, whereas the cued conditioning is
hippocampal-independent (Logue et al., 1997; Phillips and Ledoux, 1992). Freezing
behavior in the context and cued tests (relative to the same context prior to shock and an
altered context prior to tone, respectively) are indicative of the formation of an association
between the particular stimulus (either the environment or the tone) and the shock; i.e. that
learning has occurred. Previous studies have demonstrated that ethanol severely impairs
contextual learning, while disrupting cued learning to a lesser extent (Celerier et al., 2000;
Gould, 2003; Gulick and Gould, 2007; Melia et al., 1996).

Consistent with the electrophysiological studies that showed only minor differences in
hippocampal synaptic function in CCL2-tg mice, we found no significant effects of
genotype (non-tg vs. CCL2-tg) in either the context (F(1,68)=0.258, p=0.613) or conditioned
stimulus (F(1,68)=0.957, p=0.332) tests. Nor did we see any significant effects of sex on any
portion of this test or any effects of genotype or group on freezing behavior in the
habituation test and precue portion of the CS+ test. However, ethanol pretreatment (1 g/kg)
significantly impaired contextual conditioning (p=0.016) in non-tg mice when compared
with control non-tg mice that were injected with saline (Fig. 6A). In comparison, ethanol
pretreatment had no effect (p=0.494) on contextual conditioning in CCL2-tg mice (Fig. 6A).
A significant decrease in freezing time was also observed during the CS+ test with ethanol
pretreatment in non-tg mice when compared to control non-tg mice injected with saline
(p=0.037), an effect that was not observed in CCL2-tg mice (Fig. 6B). These results support
our previous findings that CCL2 is able to block the depressing effects of acute ethanol and
further suggest that overexpression of CCL2 may have a neuroprotective effect against
ethanol impairments on hippocampal learning.

Rotarod performance, which is considered primarily a cerebellar mediated behavior, was
also measured in CCL2-tg and non-tg mice. There was no difference between CCL2-tg and
non-tg mice in the impairing effects of acute ethanol on performance in the rotarod test (Fig.
7). In addition, the blood ethanol levels at the time of recovery did not differ between CCL2-
tg (261.6 ± 18.4 mg%) and non-tg (280.1 ± 14.4 mg%) mice. These data indicate that the
protective effect of CCL2 against ethanol-induced behavior impairment is more evident in
hippocampal-dependent behaviors than cerebellar-dependent behaviors, at least for the
behavioral tests we performed.

4. Discussion
The studies described here show that chronic in vivo exposure to elevated levels of CCL2
produces neuroadaptive effects that can block the ability of ethanol to depress synaptic
plasticity at the Schaffer collateral to CA1 pyramidal neuron synapse in the hippocampus.
Several forms of synaptic plasticity were resistant to the effects of acute ethanol in the
CCL2-tg hippocampus including the PP ratio for the PS, PTP, STP, and LTP. Because the
generation of these forms of synaptic plasticity involves both presynaptic and postsynaptic
mechanisms, the neuroadaptive effects of chronic in vivo exposure to CCL2 are likely to
involve multiple sites. A general alteration in hippocampal synaptic function does not appear
to be involved, because the effects of ethanol on baseline synaptic transmission and PPF

Bray et al. Page 10

Neuropharmacology. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 April 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



were comparable in CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampus. Moreover, our Western blot studies
revealed only one alteration in the level of cellular and synaptic hippocampal proteins
measured, an increase in the level of GluN1, a required subunit of NMDAR. Activation of
NMDAR is essential for the induction of LTP (Lynch, 2004) and is a site of ethanol action
(Allgaier, 2002; Lovinger et al., 1989; Woodward, 2000). Therefore, the increased levels of
GluN1 could play a role in the resistance of CCL2-tg hippocampus to the ethanol-induced
depression of LTP observed in the non-tg hippocampus. Other NMDAR subunits were not
studied but could also contribute to our results. For example, recent studies show that
ethanol-induced phosphorylation of GluN2B can counteract the depressive actions of
ethanol on NMDAR-mediated responses (Yaka et al., 2003). Future studies will address this
possibility.

Although ethanol has been reported to increase levels of CCL2 in the brain, it is unlikely
that the effects we observed were due to acute ethanol-induced CCL2 expression and
release. Acute application of CCL2 has been reported to enhance hippocampal neuronal
excitability and synaptic transmission (Zhou et al., 2011), whereas in our studies 20 mM
ethanol did not produce any changes in synaptic transmission in both CCL2-tg and non-tg
slices, while 60 mM ethanol produced a similar decrease in PS amplitude and fEPSP slope
in both CCL2-tg and non-tg slices. Importantly, studies byQin et al. (2008) showed that a
single high dose of ethanol produced a significant increase in mRNA but not in CCL2
protein in the brain.

The CCL2-tg mice used in our studies (C57BL/6J background) were generated initially from
CCL2-tg mice on a SJL background. Previous studies of CCL2-tg (SJL) mice showed that
mice less than six months of age appeared normal and were free of obvious neurological
impairment, although at older ages (greater than 7 months of age) several neurological
impairments such as reduced grooming, postural changes, difficult in righting reflex, and
limb weakness were noted (Huang et al., 2005). Studies in our laboratory of hippocampal
slices from CCL2-tg (SJL) mice at 7–9 months of age showed that the fEPSP slope and the
magnitude of the PSV and PS were significantly smaller in the CCL2-tg (SJL) hippocampus
compared with the non-tg hippocampus (Nelson et al., 2011). In addition, both PTP and STP
were significantly larger in CCL2-tg (SJL) hippocampus (no difference in LTP) compared to
non-tg hippocampus (Nelson et al., 2011). These changes in synaptic transmission and
plasticity were not observed in our studies of young adult CCL2-tg mice on the C57BL/6J
background. Differences in the age of the animals studied and the higher expression of
CCL2 (approximately 2 fold) in the CCL2-tg (SJL) hippocampus are likely to be
contributing factors to the differences in results between the two studies.

Ethanol has been shown to modulate both short and long-term changes in synaptic strength
in the hippocampus. Ethanol inhibits NMDAR function (Lovinger et al., 1989) and can
enhance GABAergic synaptic transmission (Weiner and Valenzuela, 2006), both of which
cause a decrease in the extent of LTP. Surprisingly, in our study application of 20 mM acute
ethanol caused an enhancement rather than a decrease in synaptic plasticity in CCL2-tg
hippocampus. Even in the presence of a higher concentration of ethanol, 60 mM, no
difference in synaptic plasticity was observed in CCL2-tg hippocampus compared to vehicle
treated (ACSF) CCL2-tg hippocampus, suggesting that CCL2 produces neuroadaptive
changes that block the depressing effects of ethanol on hippocampal synaptic plasticity.

In addition to the electrophysiological data, the present study demonstrated that elevated
levels of CCL2 can block the ethanol-induced deficits in fear conditioning. Freezing
behavior in the context and cued tests is indicative of the formation of an association
between the particular stimulus (either the environment or the tone) and the shock. Cue-
associated fear memory depends on the amygdala, whereas association of environmental
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cues with the footshock (contextual fear memory) also involves the hippocampus (Logue et
al., 1997; Phillips and Ledoux, 1992). Ethanol administration disrupted both cued and
contextual fear conditioning in non-tg mice, whereas CCL2-tg mice did not show any
significant deficits following ethanol administration. While not significant, the freezing
levels were lower in CCL2-tg than non-tg mice following injection of saline, leaving less
room for a further decrease by ethanol in the CCL2-tg mice. However, a potential floor
effect cannot be responsible for these results as we see much lower freezing levels during
different portions of this test (for example the habituation and precue trials). These
behavioral data are consistent with our electrophysiology data and support the idea that
CCL2 is able to protect the hippocampus from ethanol induced learning deficits. Thus,
ethanol induced increases in CCL2 may have a neuroprotective effect against the
detrimental effects of ethanol on hippocampal function.

However, other studies have suggested a detrimental interaction between CCL2 and ethanol.
For example, in hippocampal-entorhinal cortex brain slice cultures CCL2 potentiated
ethanol-increased glutamate toxicity (Zou and Crews, 2010). In our studies we saw no
evidence of interactions between CCL2 and ethanol that were detrimental to synaptic
function. In the study by Zou and Crews (2010) the cultures were treated with ethanol for 72
hours, which reflected a more chronic ethanol exposure than used in our studies, and higher
concentrations of ethanol were tested. Thus, the neuroprotective vs. neurotoxic abilities of
CCL2 are likely to depend on context, such as ethanol dose and duration of exposure.

In addition to alcohol use disorders, elevated CNS expression of CCL2 has been shown to
occur in several neurological disorders including multiple sclerosis (Mahad and Ransohoff,
2003; McManus et al., 1998; Simpson et al., 1998), Alzheimer’s disease (Ishizuka et al.,
1997; Sokolova et al., 2009), HIV-associated encephalitis (Sanders et al., 1998), and
ischemic brain injury (Losy and Zaremba, 2001). Correlative studies suggest that elevated
levels of CCL2 may play a role in the cognitive dysfunction associated with several of these
disorders. For example, the increased levels of CCL2 in the CSF of older Alzheimer’s
patients correlate with the severity of cognitive deficits (Galimberti et al., 2006). In addition,
studies of bigenic mice constructed by crossing an Aβ deposition mouse model (Tg2576) of
Alzheimer’s disease with a CCL2 overexpressing mouse showed enhanced Aβ oligomer
formation, which led to greater deficits in hippocampal synaptic transmission and spatial
memory (Kiyota et al., 2009).

Studies also show that CCL2 can be neuroprotective. For example, CCL2 protected against
NMDA induced toxicity in mixed cortical cultures and reduced the toxic consequences of
oxygen-glucose deprivation in cortical neurons (Bruno et al., 2000; Madrigal et al., 2009).
CCL2 also protected mixed cultures of human neurons and astrocytes against NMDA and
HIV-tat induced apoptosis (Eugenin et al., 2003). In addition, CCL2 has been described to
mediate neuroprotection induced by neurotransmitters, such as noradrenaline (Madrigal et
al., 2009, 2010). Our data showing that chronic in vivo elevated levels of CCL2 provide a
neuroprotective effect against the depressing effects of pharmacologically relevant
concentrations of ethanol on hippocampal synaptic plasticity and hippocampal dependent
learning support the ability of CCL2 to serve a neuroprotective role. Thus, the ethanol-
induced production of CCL2 may reflect a response of the innate immune system of the
CNS designed to protect the CNS from the detrimental effects of ethanol. The success of
this protective mechanism is likely to depend on a variety of factors including the extent of
ethanol abuse. Excessive ethanol use may cause a dysregulation of the protective mechanism
that could compound the detrimental effects of ethanol.
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Highlights

1. Synaptic transmission in CCL2-transgenic mice is similar to non-transgenic
mice.

2. CCL2 protects against the depressing effects of ethanol on synaptic plasticity.

3. CCL2 protects against ethanol induced learning impairments in fear
conditioning.
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Fig. 1.
Protein expression in CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampus. (A-B) Levels of cellular (A) and
synaptic (B) proteins determined by Western blot analysis in CCL2-tg and non-tg
hippocampus. Graphs show the mean normalized values. The number of animals studied for
each protein is marked in the corresponding bar. Inserts above the graphs show
representative Western blots. * Indicates a significant difference from non-tg hippocampus
(unpaired t-test).
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Fig. 2.
Input-output (I/O) curves measured in the CA1 region of hippocampal slices from CCL2-tg
and non-tg mice. (A) Representative recordings of data for I/O relationship. (B-D) I/O
curves constructed from the mean values of the presynaptic volley (PSV) amplitude (B),
fEPSP slope (C), and population spike (PS) amplitude (D). No differences were observed in
the amplitude of the PSV or the slope of the fEPSP for CCL2-tg hippocampal slices
compared with non-tg hippocampal slices. The PS amplitude was significantly larger in
CCL2-tg hippocampal slices compared to non-tg hippocampal slices (p=0.024, repeated
measures ANOVA). Data are derived primarily from ACSF only exposed slices shown in
Figure 3.

Bray et al. Page 19

Neuropharmacology. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 April 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Fig. 3.
Affect of acute ethanol on input-output (I/O) curves measured in the CA1 region of
hippocampal slices from CCL2-tg and non-tg mice. (A-B) I/O curves constructed from the
mean values of the fEPSP slope in the presence of 20 mM (open circles) and 60 mM ethanol
(closed triangles) in non-tg (A) and CCL2-tg (B) hippocampal slices. 20 mM acute ethanol
had no effect on the I/O relationship for the fEPSP slope in either the non-tg (A) or CCL2-tg
(B) hippocampal slices. 60 mM acute ethanol significantly decreased the I/O relationship for
the fEPSP slope in both non-tg (p=0.033) and CCL2-tg hippocampal slices (p=0.048). (C-D)
I/O curves constructed from the mean values of the population spike (PS) amplitude in the
presence of 20 mM (open circles) and 60 mM ethanol (closed triangles) in non-tg
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hippocampal slices. 20 mM acute ethanol had no effect on the I/O relationship for the PS in
either the non-tg (C) or CCL2-tg (D) hippocampal slices. 60 mM acute ethanol significantly
decreased the I/O relationship for the PS in both non-tg (p=0.003) and CCL2-tg (p=0.001)
hippocampal slices. Representative recordings of data for the I/O relationship are shown
above each graph. Statistical analysis was determined using repeated measures ANOVA. *
Indicates a significant difference between ethanol and ACSF treated hippocampal slices.
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Fig. 4.
Short-term plasticity in CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampal slices in the absence and presence
of acute ethanol. (A-B) Representative traces illustrating paired-pulse facilitation (PPF) of
the fEPSP (A) and the PP ratio for the PS (B). Traces R1 and R2 are superimposed
responses to paired stimuli separated by 40 ms for the fEPSP and 10 ms for the PS. (C)
Summarized results for PPF at 40, 100, and 200 ms paired-pulse intervals. No differences in
PPF of the fEPSP slopes were observed for CCL2-tg hippocampal slices compared to non-tg
hippocampal slices. (D) Summarized results for the PP ratio at 10 and 20 ms paired-pulse
intervals. No differences in the PP ratio for the PS were observed in the CCL2-tg
hippocampal slices compared to non-tg hippocampal slices. (E-F) Summarized results for 10
ms (E) and 20 ms (F) paired-pulse intervals for the PS in the presence of 20 mM and 60 mM
acute ethanol. Acute ethanol application did not affect the PP ratio of the PS in either CCL2-
tg hippocampal slices or non-tg hippocampal slices at the 10 ms interval (E). 20 mM acute
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ethanol application produced a significant increase in the paired-pulse ratio of the PS in the
CCL2-tg hippocampal slices at the 20 ms interval compared with ACSF control CCL2-tg
hippocampal slices that were not exposed to ethanol (@, p=0.017). 60 mM acute ethanol
application produced a significant increase in the paired-pulse ratio in non-tg hippocampal
slices compared with ACSF control non-tg hippocampal slices (*, p=0.004) an effect that
was not observed in CCL2-tg hippocampal slices. Thus, there was a significant difference
between genotypes in the presence of 60 mM acute ethanol (#, p=0.048). Statistical analysis
was determined using the unpaired t-test. The number of slices studied is marked in the
corresponding bar.
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Fig. 5.
Synaptic plasticity measurements following TBS in hippocampal slices from CCL2-tg and
non-tg mice in the absence and presence of acute ethanol. (A) Representative dendritic
fEPSP traces illustrating post-tetanic potentiation (PTP) 1–3 minutes following TBS and
longterm potentiation (LTP) 50–60 minutes following TBS compared to baseline traces
recorded prior to TBS. (B) Synaptic plasticity measurements in hippocampal slices from
CCL2-tg and non-tg mice expressed as percent of baseline fEPSP slope. High-frequency
stimulation (TBS) was used to elicit synaptic plasticity and occurs at time zero. No
differences in synaptic plasticity were observed between CCL2-tg and non-tg hippocampal
slices (p=0.968). (C-F) Synaptic plasticity measurements in the presence and absence of

Bray et al. Page 24

Neuropharmacology. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 April 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



acute 20 mM and 60 mM ethanol in non-tg (C and D) and CCL2-tg (E and F) hippocampal
slices. A decrease in synaptic plasticity was observed in the presence of 20 mM (C, p <
0.0001) and 60 mM (D, p < 0.0001) ethanol in non-tg hippocampal slices when compared to
the ACSF treated non-tg hippocampal slices. An enhancement in synaptic plasticity was
observed in the presence of 20 mM ethanol (E) in CCL2-tg hippocampal slices when
compared to the ACSF treated CCL2-tg hippocampal slices (p < 0.0001). There was no
effect of acute 60 mM ethanol on synaptic plasticity in the CCL2-tg hippocampal slices (F)
when compared to the ACSF treated CCL2-tg hippocampal slices (p=0.292). Statistical
analysis was determined using repeated measures ANOVA. * Indicates a significant
difference between ethanol and ACSF treated hippocampal slices.
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Fig. 6.
Effect of acute ethanol on cued and contextual fear conditioning. For fear conditioning, mice
were treated with ethanol (1 g/kg) or saline prior to the conditioning trial. (A) Freezing
responses during habituation and during exposure to contextual cues. (B) Freezing responses
before the cue was activated (pre-cue) and during cue exposure in the conditioned stimulus
(CS+ test). Data are expressed as mean ± SEM of the time (s) spent freezing. Non-tg mice
treated with ethanol showed significantly less freezing behavior during both the context test
(p=0.007) and CS+ test (p=0.037) compared to control non-tg mice treated with saline. The
number of animals studied for each test is marked in the corresponding bar. * Indicates a
significant difference between ethanol and saline treated mice of the same genotype.
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Fig. 7.
Ethanol recovery assessed with rotarod testing. Rotarod test recovery times following 2 g/kg
ethanol. There was no significant difference between non-tg and CCL2-tg mice in neither
this behavioral effect of ethanol, nor the blood ethanol levels determined at the time of
recovery.
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